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Chapter One

A week into the first semester and the longest Indian summer they’ve had for years, the air conditioning quits in Natalie’s Saab and she’s yet to shop for groceries before she can go home and sluice off this rotten day. In addition to the usual difficulties the students have shaking off the summer, the extended mild weather has made them even less inclined to travel down through the eras to the beginning of time—a concept that is entirely subjective no matter what one’s age—and their attention span today seemed the length of a meteor’s streak.

 On her trudge across the quad to the faculty parking lot in the mid-afternoon heat, Natalie is stunned into a coiling envy by a girl running up the steep rise, her breasts firm in the tight tank top, her long hair a shimmering waterfall cascading in her wake. The shelf life of beauty, Natalie has estimated, is twenty years, give or take. At least the kind that pre-empts wit and intelligence, that renders even charm superfluous. The kind, in any event, she’d never possessed but that Andy bestowed on her by his fierce attentions, his guileless admiration. Her mood swings in the opposite direction. Revived, she impulsively decides to seduce him in their newly empty nest.

At Whole Foods she buys Copper River salmon, white asparagus, Anjou pears, and two bottles of wine. Stargazer lilies, sage soap, amber incense. In the car, the intoxicating scents make her feel giddy and lighthearted but then a fender bender backs up traffic for forty minutes and it’s so unrelentingly warm that she’s in a foul mood by the time she finally stumbles into the kitchen, drops her satchel on the cool linoleum and deposits two wilted grocery bags on the counter. She slips out of her shoes and rests her palms on the counter for a moment, feels her body heat leaching out through the hand-painted tiles. She splashes her face with cold water, puts away the groceries, then rips open the bag of produce and allows the fruits and vegetables to arrange themselves in a lumpy jumble of a still life. 

Halfway through rinsing a head of Romaine, she freezes. Where’s Bunch? He should be here by now, even allowing for his increasingly arthritic gait. She drops the lettuce in the sink and strides through the house calling his name in a quavering voice. She’s almost at the top of the stairs when she hears the back door slam and the scrabble of toenails on linoleum. Kenny’s hanging the leash on its hook next to the doorframe and holding a small plastic bag of dog shit.

“Hey, Mom,” he says, stepping on the pedal of the stainless steel trashcan.

“Put that in the outside trash, please, and hey, yourself, stranger,” she says, giving him a kiss. Natalie kneels down to pet Bunch’s warm coat. When she sits back on her heels Bunch rests his head on her lap and sighs with a long snuffle. She brushes the fur from his eyes and through the opaque film tries to remember the chestnut color they once were. “Hey, buddy. Want a drink?” She disengages the dog then refills his water dish adding a few ice cubes before setting it down next to his chow. She washes her hands then dumps the lettuce in the spinner.

“Still feels like summer,” Kenny says, grabbing a beer from the fridge. 

“How’s the job?”

“Over.”

Natalie turns around and looks at him. “That’s a personal best.”

“Not really. I had another job that lasted under a week, remember?”

She shakes her head. 

“Hauling furniture? With Student Movers?”

“Kenny, you were seventeen.”

“So?”

“So, that was four years ago.” She hears a tone in her voice she didn’t mean to strike. She shakes her head and laughs. “I was about to say you can’t just hop from job to job, take off to travel the globe, but why not? That’s what I wanted at your age. Dad, too. You didn’t fall far from the tree, sweetie.” She wrestles a plastic container from the jumble in the cupboard. “How are the tunes coming?” 

When he doesn’t answer, she looks up. He’s riffling through a mess of papers on the dining room table. There are brochures and postcards and photos. “Why didn’t you say you got your pictures back?” She quickly dries her hands. “Let me see.”

She recognizes, of course, the vertical rusty rock walls of the ‘Iron Gates’ at the bottom of the Samaria Gorge, the elegant Venetian architecture of Chania’s Old Town, the dolphin fresco at Knossos. She’s struck by the similarity of angles and composition to her old photos of Greece. Maybe they just seem that way because Kenny—a purist—borrowed Natalie’s old Hasselblad, instead of using a digital camera. But wait. Here’s the same shadowy shot in the bowl of the amphitheater at Dodoni, where she had stood beneath the legendary oak tree, straining to hear the ancient oracle in its chattering leaves, or see a prophecy inscribed by the flight of doves. 

Kenny’s photos are still in their red and yellow Kodak envelopes. 

“I dug up yours, too.” He sweeps up a handful and fans them out in his long fingers. “If you weren’t with Dad, who took these?” 

A half-dozen photos reflect her younger self. She keeps her voice steady.  “Oh, you know, locals, or tourists, whomever.” She can’t believe there were times then that she’d felt unattractive, even homely. The young woman in the pictures is radiant. 

 “Really?”

 “Sure.” She picks up one the envelopes. “I’m dying to see yours. Did the shutter stick? It did on occasion—”

 In three strides, he’s next to her. “What about this one?” 

He hands her a slightly blurred photo. Or is it just the shimmer of the candlelight under the pergola? Wisteria floats above her head, a sunburned man at the table behind her waves as if to summon a waiter, his dinner companion reaches for something at her feet. Natalie’s hand is splayed at her throat as if to anchor the charm peeking out from between her fingers. Her expression can only be described as sultry.

She automatically reaches for the ankh between her collarbones. “That was taken by the art historian. From New South Wales. What was her name? Florence, Flora, something like that. She was leaving the next—”

“Mom.” He waits until she looks up. “Bullshit,” he says quietly, dealing her back the handful of painful memories. He gathers up his photos, stuffs them in a backpack.

“Kenny.”

“What?” 

She can’t read his expression, can’t fathom what he’s thinking. Sensitive and observant, Kenny’s always had a vivid interior life, one that manifests in his music. The few times he’s been troubled in the past, he has confided in her. But always after the crisis. 

“Mom, what?”

Better not to press him. “Aren’t you going to wait for Dad?”

“Got a gig. I’ll see you all on Sunday.” He squats to pet the dog. “You too, mop.” 

As soon as he leaves, Natalie sinks into a chair, tries to examine the picture through Kenny’s eyes. What did he see, or sense? The avid expression, certainly. But not what it meant. Or for whom. Or if it was ever acted upon. Oh, she should have destroyed this one, too! Too late now. She tucks the photo in her pocket, unwilling to hazard another glance and puts the rest back in the shoebox. Carrying it back to the attic, she decides she won’t mention this to Andy. All Kenny knows is that his mother lusted for someone other than her spouse. Well, so did Jimmy Carter, a man as idealistic as her son.

Kenny’s her favorite, Natalie had acknowledged long ago. She remembers the time she’d confessed that to Adele, the two of them soaking in the hot tub, drinking a bottle of wine after running 14K marathon.  “Of course I love them all,” she’d said. “But I like Kenny best.” And she has yet to find another parent who will allow that there can be a connection of a different—well, frequency—with one of their children, usually the child who most resembles them. She’s no exception. 

Both Gary and Ellen take after Andy in coloring—reddish hair, green eyes, ruddy complexions. And height. Not one of them taller than 5’7.” She and Kenny are raven-haired, though hers now has a few silver strands. And Kenny’s hazel-eyed instead of brown. But he’s tall like her, a relief to Andy, who charted all the kids’ heights year after year. Andy was thrilled when, on Kenny’s fifteenth birthday, the boy reached 5'8", splitting the four-inch height disparity between his parents. 

“Thank God, Natalie,” Andy had said. “You have no idea . . . it’s all the difference in the world.”

That’s Andy. If tonight she decides not to cook dinner, he’ll just take them out to eat. Which can take forever on a Friday waiting for a table at one of the new Indian or Ethiopian or Thai restaurants in their suddenly trendy exurban neighborhood. She fixes a salad then heats up the grill. She’ll serve the lovely dinner she’d planned but she doesn’t trust her ability to pull off the rest. Not now.

“Great dinner, Nat,” Andy says, as he always does.

“One of these days I’m going to make haggis or sweetbreads,” she laughs.


He laughs too but then his grin slowly dissolves. “How’s Ell?” 

“The same. No. Worse, I guess. She wants her old room back.”

“So. What do you think?” Andy says.

Natalie tries but fails to keep her expression neutral. 

“Jesus, Nat, how can we say no?” he says.

“I’m just not sure it’ll help.” She scrapes the remains of their dinner into the trash, starts loading the dishwasher. “Look, we don’t have to decide this right now. I told her I’d talk to you and that we’d consider it.”

Andy kisses the nape of her neck. “You’re a peach,” he says, as he always does when he cups her breast. 

She turns to cling to his solid warmth, to smell the day on his skin, soap and sweat, to kiss him full and sweet. “Go relax. Let me clean up.”

“Yessssss!” he pumps his fist and pimp walks to the living room.

Natalie cracks up. She drizzles chocolate syrup on a scoop of vanilla ice cream and serves it to him before she tackles the saucepans.

She knows Andy’s as just as weary of Ellen’s histrionics since Richard died. But, Natalie’s convinced that Ellen never was in love with him. She’d cultivated Richard as a potential match as soon as she met him at a political fundraiser her junior year. “I’m not waiting until I’m thirty to couple up,” Ellen flatly stated after she’d graduated with a Master’s in Asian studies. “It’ll be much harder then. It’s not like when you guys were young and everyone was doing it. We have AIDS and STDS and Chlamydia to worry about.”  

Natalie supposes that Richard’s constant and unbecoming bragging (“You buy long, you sell short. It’s a cinch if you have the gut for it.”) or his complete lack of intellectual curiosity (“Europe’s not for honeymoons, El. We want to have fun.”) plays a part in their detachment. 

Ellen figured on a career as a translator “which translates to freelance while I’m raising the kids,” she’d told them, blithely pointing to the next twenty years of her (actually charted) life. Ellen corralling all the details, attempting to corral her fiancé as well, but Richard was always off hang-gliding, running with the bulls in Pamplona, mountain climbing. He’d been snowboarding on unmarked trails in Oregon when an avalanche took his life.

Now their once vibrant daughter spends her time with support groups to monitor her “stages of grief.” Natalie can’t help but feel that she’s not mourning Richard as much as the three years she’d invested in a losing proposition.

Later, at mid-dusk, after Andy lets out a little contented grunt when he settles at the end of the sofa and she hears the jokey chatter of the sports commentator, Natalie whistles for Bunch. He wriggles out from underneath the club chair, a tangle of chocolate curls and stubby limbs, and sniffs at Andy before scrabbling over to her with happy yips.

“Bunch of curls,” they’d said at the pound. “Bunch of energy,” they’d laughed when he’d investigated the entire house over and over that first day before collapsing on Andy’s stockinged feet and falling fast asleep. Bunch of love. They leave Andy in a puddle of lamplight and trot out the side door together. 

After performing the ritual circuit of stretches on the damp grass—Bunch rolling around in the cool green until Natalie’s done—they head down the steep road to the river where Bunch will wade just so far into the lively water and Natalie will stride along its leafy banks nodding cursory greetings to her neighbors, seeming, she knows, like a woman who deserves this faithful dog and that constant husband and a charming home nearby. But five minutes into the rocking rhythm of a slow run with the breeze licking the bare skin her running shorts and tank top afford her, she pretends she’s on the loose. Alone and unencumbered. 

Her historic self. 

Chapter Two

Andy is a miler; she’s a sprinter. Natalie’s kept it up, the running at least, not the competitions. Andy hasn’t. Not in the physical sense that is. Still, he’s a miler by temperament, pacing himself, judging the terrain, looking for an opening. The very instincts that had set them in motion twenty-six years ago.

On the flight home from Seattle that restless summer, Natalie had fallen dead out in the last row of the plane, after her seatmate, an affable blue-jeaned, sandaled guy offered to take the empty one across the aisle next to a woman in an paisley sundress who’d been trying to strike up a conversation with anyone within earshot. Natalie couldn’t decide if he was a savior or a sucker but was grateful nonetheless for the immediate drop in volume and velocity of the woman’s squeaky voice as he engaged her in some sort of tranquil commentary.

She fell into a dreamless, slack-jawed sleep. A souvenir no doubt of the exhausting week she’d spent with Leander, not from hiking Mount Baker or kayaking in the Puget Sound or walking the steeply pitched Seattle streets. No, she was worn out from arguing. They’d been dating for two years, the last long distance, when Leander, (whose dream was to summit the world’s highest mountains, beginning with Mount Rainier) started his M.B.A. at the University of Washington. They were fine in motion. At rest, they argued about everything. What to eat. When. The proper height to hang a painting. Geopolitics. String theory. How to water succulents. 

He contended they’d be fine as long as they agreed on the big things. Careers, Marriage. Children. She wasn’t sure, and they argued about that until she was. This could never work. She packed her things, he drove her to Sea-Tac. For once, they didn’t argue.

When she woke up an hour out of Newark, the Good Samaritan handed her a sandwich he’d cadged from the steward and offered to get her some coffee. Then he reclaimed his seat and they played ‘who-what-where-when’ until they hit on the common chords—a love of travel and a facility at track. They compared adventures and mishaps (his peyote-stoked guide in the Yucatan peninsula, her exhilarating trek up the Inca trail to Machu Picchu) then running regimens, and personal bests all the way through touchdown, taxiing and deplaning.  They rescued similar tubular gym bags from the carousel and stepped out into a sweltering August morning, the air damp batting after the flung, cool cotton breezes of the Seattle waterfront.

“Where are you headed?” Andy had asked her then. “My car’s in the lot.”

“Grad school. In September.” Purposely vague, weighing her options. 
Actually she’d had a choice of another two weeks in her air-conditioned-less third floor apartment in the least desirable neighborhood of Montclair with a too-cheerful, slovenly roommate and a pick-up waitress job at the steakhouse she’d worked every summer for the past three years or whatever this getting-more-attractive-by-the-minute guy came up with. 

“What about you?” she countered.

Andy looked at the clump of wilted nylon luggage at their feet, then up at Natalie. He took the clean folded bandana from his pocket, snapped it open then offered it to her. 

“How about Long Beach Island? We can run for miles.”

By the time they got back from what turned into two weeks at the shore, they’d found that their rhythms, syncopated as they were, to be enormously comfortable and complementary. Both early risers, she’d run first then shower and eat the breakfast Andy had prepared after he’d showered and shaved. Natalie would clean up while he’d go for his run then they’d spend the rest of the morning at the beach, swimming or surfing or sunning. Midday siestas were for slumbering on the vibrantly flowered sheets in the efficiency apartment they’d left hours earlier with the shades drawn and the air conditioning on. Then lovemaking, athletic at first, gradually melting into a sweet cave of tender stroking, spontaneous confidences.

Afternoons were for walking the bird sanctuary or haunting bookstores (she), or browsing yard sales (he). Sometimes they accompanied each other. Most often not, preferring the opportunity to linger as long as they liked with something either of them deemed fascinating, at least for the moment.

 Five o’clock was sacrosanct. The hour when the beaches became deserted, the families done in with exhaustion, dragging the last of the coolers and the lawn chairs to their vacation lairs, but too early for the lovers who, after dusk, would begin to dot the dunes with their blankets and sporadic flares of matches lighting cigarettes. Standing on the velvety wet strip between the sand and the ocean, they’d warm-up— stretching and squatting, bending and reaching —then turn themselves loose, running as far and as fast as they could, hearts and lungs expanding, blood pumping, flush and free and full of their glorious selves.

They’d eat hugely then, and well, cooking together, blue crab or flounder from the fish market on the boulevard, or al fresco, on the still-warm wooden planks of a picnic table of the restaurant near Barnegat Lighthouse, the bright-cheeked wait staff, hair dancing in the breeze billowing off the point, scuttling back and forth in the hilly sand, with tall beers and fried scallops or buckets of steamed clams. After dark, they’d take a last walk along the ocean’s frothy hem. Their tanned flesh toasty under cotton shirts and windbreakers. The sharp briny scent of wet sand, kelp, mollusks. The bas-relief of stones and shells underfoot. A brisk breeze changing direction, stirring them every which way. The seabed of their lust, wet all around, inside and in-between, warm lips, cold noses, his hot breath on her neck.


She went back to her old apartment one last time to pack. 

Chapter Three

 “Natalie, where’s the wood-handled tong—” Andy bites off the question as soon as he sees Ellen sprawled on the sofa, her head in Natalie’s lap. He does an about-face and rummages in the kitchen drawers, careful to close the screen door quietly on his way out.

Natalie brushes the thick curls away from her daughter’s damp neck, which smells yeasty, slightly sour. Not unlike Ellen’s baby toes walking up Natalie’s torso when Ell was a toddler and testing her welcome all over. Natalie used to kiss those little feet, damp and dirty though they were, causing an ecstasy of giggles and toothy smiles. But now she wants to hold her daughter at arm’s length. Even though it’s been ages since Ellen’s sought comfort in her mother’s arms. Now, nothing Natalie does seems to influence Ellen’s view of herself as tragically widowed. 

The choppy breeze from the ceiling fan lifts and bends Ellen’s curly hair, while Natalie is pinioned under her prostrate weight.

“Go upstairs and lie down, Ell, while I help dad with dinner.”

Reluctantly she pushes herself up and offers Natalie a stricken look; her no-longer-waxed eyebrows gathered in a tent above her stubby nose, nostrils distended to inhale pity, her lips plump and rosy with the flush of — what? Heat? Attention? Crocodile tears?

“If I hear the word ‘closure’ one more time I’m going to scream,” Natalie whispers to Andy as she reaches around his back to pat his little paunch. He shrugs her off. 

“Come on Nat, I’m dying here.” His eyes are squinched up from the smoky grill; he’s dripping sweat. Andy forks a chicken breast and flips it over then back again. “One good thing about global warming, we can take the boat out next weekend. You have off for the Jewish holiday?”

“Rosh Hashanah, yes. Just us and Bunch?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“Oh, yes, please, master.” She strips off her tee shirt to blot the perspiration from his face.

“Nat!” But he cracks up.

“What? It’s a sports bra,” she says, wiping his neck.

“Where’s Ell?”

“Upstairs lying down. She wants me to wake her when Kenny gets here.”

“And Gary?”

“They can’t come. Kate’s under the weather and Connor’s teething.”

Natalie turns on the spigot next to the porch steps, uncoils the garden hose, turns the nozzle to spray and aims it at the back of Andy’s knees. 

“Feels great, Nat.” He jerks his head towards a listless shrub. “Better get that.”

 Natalie snakes the hose over to the japonica, watering the desiccated dirt until it turns muddy.

Natalie hears him before she sees him. Kenny’s slamming doors inside, calling out for his sister. He must have found her because his hearty voice disappears, becomes a steady murmur. Natalie goes inside and makes up a tray with salad and dressings, paper plates, napkins and utensils.

“Kenny? Ellen. We’re ready to eat.”

Not until her second trip inside for glasses and drinks do they come downstairs.

“Hey.” Kenny says.

Natalie can’t give him a hug because Ellen’s holding both his hands. “Here. Take this out.”  Natalie hands the tray to Kenny just to free him, then peels the plastic wrap from the bowl of potato salad she made early this morning before the day’s heat and thrust it towards Ellen.

 “Ell, you want watermelon for dessert or should we defrost a Sara Lee?” Despite herself she’s talking to Ellen as if she were eight instead of twenty-three.

“Both,” she says, certain of her right to be indulged. 

Grieving hasn’t affected her appetite.

Kenny helps Natalie move the picnic table into the shade of a shagbark hickory then retrieve the trays from the overgrown grass. Ellen leans against the trunk clutching the chilled glass bowl until they’re done then sits on the bench next to her brother. The platter of chicken Andy sets down is piled with parts unevenly charred. Natalie stabs a thigh; it’s small enough to be thoroughly cooked. 

“Great, Mom.” Kenny waves a forkful of glistening potato salad in her direction but looks at his father. “You sailed the Mediterranean, didn’t you, Dad?.”

“Not the entire sea, matey,” he grins. “But some.”

“The Greek Isles?”

Andy glances at Natalie. “A few.”

“With Mom?”

“Your mother went to Greece later. After we were married for a few years.”

“Six,” Natalie says, swallowing the tough meat. “Before you were born.”
 “You left us,” Ellen recites. “Me and Gary. With Grandma.”

“They were a handful,” they all chorus, and a rare giggle softens Ellen’s usual scowl. Her grandmother’s mantra whenever they mention that summer. 

The summer Natalie walked out on her husband, her children, her life. 

It’s how she knows Ellen’s not grief-stricken. Because she knows exactly how it feels to lose some one you love. Walker didn’t die, but the end felt just as brutal.  

It didn’t start innocently enough. They began with a wild leap of attraction and galloped along from fascination to lust to necessity.  

Chapter Four

When the timer dings it’s four–minute warning Natalie puts the pot under the tap and waits for the cold to replace the boiling water before she drops her egg on the countertop, then peels off its shattered shell. She’s just nestled the wobbly oval on an English muffin half, and sliced open the runny yolk when a cadenced “knock-knock?” wafts through the screen door. Bunch starts an aggrieved yipping in anticipation of being banished to the yard or the basement, wherever Kate and the baby are not. Natalie lets Bunch out the back door, grabs a bite of the eggy muffin and opens the front door for her daughter-in-law who’s hoisting Connor with one arm and carrying a canvas tote over the other. 

 “I would’ve called first but the battery’s dead on my cell,” Kate says, handing the baby to Natalie and pulling a loaf of her homemade bread from the tote. 

Kate knows full well that her mother-in-law dislikes being dropped-in on and the chewy, gritty bread is a peace offering. Sometimes, Natalie thinks, Kate acts as if childbearing and bread baking entitle her to the awed respect of anyone who is blessed by the fruits of her labors. When the baby pats Natalie’s cheek with his starfish hand, she’s tempted to agree with her.

“Coffee?” Natalie asks before she corrects herself. “No, right. Tea, then?”

“I’ll get it Natalie. You enjoy your grandson.” 

Why can’t she just say Connor? Natalie cringes when Kate refers to Gary as ‘my husband’ instead of by his given name.

“Your son is going to be in Chicago until Friday so I thought maybe we could have some mother-daughter time? Together?”

Now she’s three for three. Add ending a statement with a question mark to the list of offenses. 

“Did Gary leave this morning, or last night?” Natalie asks to buy some time as she follows Kate into the kitchen and offers Connor a bite of her now cold breakfast.

“Last night,” she says filling the kettle for tea. “He wanted to be fresh this morning for his—Oh, is that organic? The egg I mean. I know Thomas’ doesn’t make organic muffins.” She holds up the telltale cellophane sleeve containing the empty white cardboard tray as if it were a piece of evidence. Natalie’s tempted to lie about the egg.

“Sorry. No.”  She pushes the plate out of the baby’s line of vision but stops short of excavating his mouthful of forbidden food. Which she’s seen both Kate and Gary do as a reprimand.

Kate slices a slender piece of the bread for Natalie and a boxy chunk for Connor. When the kettle whistles, she fishes in the tote for an individually wrapped packet of decaffeinated tea, then tops off Natalie’s cup from the French press on the counter. “There. Now I’ll take him.”

“No, he’s fine. Aren’t you, sweetie?” Connor’s gumming the healthier bread but it seems to Natalie that he’s looking around for the tastier one.

“How’s Ellen?” Kate says in the hushed tones that Ellen eats up.

Natalie shrugs. “Wallowing.” 

Kate winces, then swallows whatever she was about to say with a sip of her tea. “Maybe one night the three of us could get together? Like a girls night out?”

This sounds even more dismal to Natalie than spending time just with Kate. “Let’s see how the week goes. I want to catch up on paperwork before the holiday weekend. Andy may take some time off so we can go sailing.”  

“Oh, then maybe—”

“We always take Bunch,” Natalie interrupts before Kate invites herself along.

“Hey, what about today? If you don’t have any plans, that is. I was just going to take the baby to the park.”

Connor hurls his smushed bread to the floor. There. He doesn’t like it either. Natalie bends down to kiss his pitching arm and he grabs the gold ankh suspended on a slender chain between her breasts. With her forehead touching his, she tries to loosen his grasp.

“I have a better idea. Why don’t you leave the baby with me and take a day for yourself. Get a massage. Have a pedicure. Or see a film.”

When Natalie frees herself she glances over at Kate. The tip of her nose is bright pink and her lips look swollen. There’s something filmy about her gaze.

“Oh, Kate, honey we can do something together if that’s what you—”

“No. It’s not that.” 

Natalie waits for what it is.

“I was pregnant again,” she whispers. “And now I’m not.”

Natalie pulls Connor closer to her breast and squeezes him until he yelps.

“Oh, Kate, Kate, how awful.” She puts the baby in Gary’s old highchair and wraps her arms around Kate’s stiffened torso. “Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

“I was waiting for the right moment.”

“You’d wait forever, Katie,” she murmurs pulling Kate close and stroking her honey-colored hair, “there’s never a right moment for heartache.”

Chapter Five

After Natalie had moved in with him, Andy postponed his plans to apply to Oxford for a degree in medieval studies or get together enough of a stake to live in the Etruscan countryside for a spell. As diligently as a cob laying out rocks and twigs for his chosen swan, Andy began to fill in their sparse furnishings with battered estate sale finds, spending his evenings and weekends stripping, sanding, and refinishing furniture one piece at a time. They had a hell of a time finding large potted plants to complement the melee of pumpkin pine, Mission oak and birds-eye maple and to camouflage the graying wall-to-wall carpeting. When Andy finally found a wholesaler in Long Island they picked up two Dieffenbachia, a Dracaena and a Ficus. When their guests, without fail, wanted outsized plants too, Andy began taking orders. They’d drive out to the Island and fill his panel van with as many four-foot plants as it took to make sure the tubs were close enough not to tip over. Soon their phone number had been passed along to ever widening circles of people asking for ‘the plant guy’ and Andy needed to make three or four trips a week.  

He leased a truck and by that winter had enough seed money to rent a storefront in a strip mall on Route 46. Andy began adding furniture to show off the glossy greens. White wicker and the more substantial rattan lacquered in shades of cinnamon, honey, walnut; Casablanca–type ceiling fans, film posters mounted on foam core. He jettisoned his plan to sojourn in the mysterious charms of ancient civilizations and concentrated on their present instead. He hired an assistant, extended the store hours and suddenly they were looking at houses (both of them eschewing modernity for a homey little cottage). That summer they settled on a lofty, badly insulated, four bedroom, one bath Victorian because of its creamy mauve color and burgundy gingerbread accented with a jolt of acid green, the three amethyst tulips in the stained-glass oval beside the front door and the old-timey cutting garden crowded with, Hollyhocks, Dutchman’s britches and Everlasting. After Labor Day and before Natalie resumed her scholar’s schedule they went back down the shore for a few days.

On their last night there, after making love in the dunes to feel the sea breeze’s fickle caress, and stare into the endless galaxies after the explosion in their small universe, she took Andy’s palm from her breast and placed it in the shallow basin of her pelvis.

“I’m pregnant,” she told the waxing moon.

Andy rolled on his side, his glance as astonished as if she’d metamorphosed into a strange and lovely sea goddess

“Since when?” he whispered kissing her earlobe, the small sounds reverberating, challenging the ocean’s bass.

“Since now.” 

Natalie missed the first week of classes because, based on her intuition alone, Andy insisted they forego the good offices of their friends and family, and fly to Vegas to marry and take a brief honeymoon in Sedona. She missed graduation because at ten o’clock in the morning of June 6th she was in a wheelchair in front of Mountainside Hospital watching Gary’s eyes move under the scrim of his puff pastry lids. Waiting for Andy to pull up to the curb to collect them, she traced the silky swell of her baby’s lips. The sweet heft of him anchoring her to a forever vow of love and fealty with a lurching joy unlike any other she’d known.

ELLEN 

Even though Andy’s fledgling business (importing wicker and rattan furniture) had been building nicely, Natalie was itching to get out of the house for a few hours a week and landed a job as an adjunct teaching the earth science survey course at Montclair State. Why she thought a herd of freshmen with a mandatory science elective would be a change of pace—they could be just as squirmy and pouty as her two preschoolers—she had no idea. But she loved (still does) the flat-out breath-taking sweep of the history of the earth. How one can see the ages in layer upon layer of slate and schist, flint and chert, obsidian, basalt. The way everything builds on and transforms what came before. That the students didn’t love it as she did, she could understand. That they refused to learn about the miracle they stand upon, she couldn’t. Without a bit of consternation she failed a third of the class at mid-term. The department chair summoned her as soon as the irate calls from parents came flooding in. He’d impressed her (the few times they’d met) as middle-aged and mild-mannered: pale, gangly, and cerebral. So she was struck by his sudden beauty in the watery light of a January afternoon when his dark hair and light eyes seemed even darker and lighter in contrast to his winter tan. 

“Give them a make-up test, extra credit assignments, Natalie.”

“They didn’t miss the test, Walker, they missed the answers.”

“Answer, you mean. Seventy-five percent of the mid-term was based on the essay question.”

“A freebie, in my opinion.”

He read from the first paper in the stack of exams. “Provide an overview of the history of the earth, beginning with the Paleozoic and incorporating each era in correct order giving specific characteristics of each.”

“My God, that’s all we’ve been covering! How can they be so dense?” She’d snatched the next booklet from the admittedly formidable pile. “ ‘ The earth is very old. Hundreds of thousands of years. It started with an explosion and lots of gases that turned into the elements that we use today.’  She goes on to merely list the layers, in incorrect order I might add, and wraps up the essay in a scant three sentences.” 

Natalie tossed the paper back on the pile, hitched her shoulders, and turned her palms out as if her inability to articulate proved theirs. She guessed she’d expected a reasoned discussion. Or an explanation of the financial realities. 

Instead he laughed and finished shoving manila folders inside a bruised leather briefcase, then carried it and his black peacoat to her side of the desk and glanced at his watch.

“I could convince you if I had the time.” He settled the briefcase at his feet while pulling on his coat. “Give them a re-take, Natalie. Save your passion for the kids who care, not the ones who don’t.”

He herded them out of his office and turned off the overhead light near the door. She remembers he smelled like limes. He hesitated in the corridor. “I’m taking a group of majors on a field trip to Colorado at spring break. You could come.”

She’s still not certain what exactly happened then, although she’s been over it time and time again. She felt as if all the physical laws of the universe had been suspended. Everything burned off in her fierce need to say yes. 

Chapter Five

It’s hard to say who’s more miserable: Ellen, sullen, glaring at every young couple walking the beach, Kate, her shoulders so sunburned she can’t bear Connor’s weight, or Natalie, spending her the weekend in a cramped bayside rental without Andy, who couldn’t get away after all. Without even Bunch for solace. 

Most evenings they play cards or Scrabble or watch the static-y TV.  Natalie baby-sits one night so Ellen and Kate can see a film but they leave halfway through and come back with the makings for hot fudge sundaes. Racking up calories along with their pain.  The conditioned air grinding out of the wall units muffling further their hoarse reiterations, their lamentations. But, Natalie thinks, at least they had no choice in the matter. What if they’d had to decide into how many pieces one could divide one’s heart and still draw breath?

 She claims tonight for her own, wanting to walk the miles of beach and boulevard, re-living that bifurcation. 

“But, Mom, it’s raining,” Ellen says.

Natalie pulls the parka’s whispery hood over her hair. 

“Wait.” Kate roots around the shelf in the hall closet. “Here, take this,” she says, holding up what looks like a child’s parasol. 

Natalie shakes her head.

“Bring me back a Snickers,” Ellen says.

“Me, too,” says Kate. “Or wait, no, I’ve got to get back to whole foods. Do you think you could find some carob?”

“Do you want it for breakfast?” They look at her blankly. “Because I may not be home before you go to bed.”

They’ve always vacationed here, where Andy and she began. Long Beach Island on the Jersey shore. Township of Shipbottom. When they were little the boys used to snigger at the name. She’d overheard them call it shit-bottom. But they loved the rented house on the dunes (when there used to be dunes) eroded now by storms despite the carefully planted sea grass and sea grape, the knee-high slats of the storm fences. The house’s gritty floor and salt-smeared windows somehow cozy. Games played in the lamplight accompanied by the ocean’s thrust and thump.  As they got older the kids went out in the evenings to play miniature golf, or a see a movie, zigzagging from the beach to the boulevard on their way to a crowded ice cream parlor or take-out joint where other adolescents gathered in flocks just as fleeting as sandpipers.

Later still they would go down to the shore on their own. Gary with a buddy, Ellen with a clutch of girlfriends for a weekend, or a week if they could afford it. Kenny went by himself, traveled light, camped in the area, came back strumming new songs, a notebook full of lyrics. Kenny still travels light, runs a six-minute mile, never even thinks of eating when he’s not hungry. He doesn’t yet know how the body can betray you. 

As soon as Natalie’s thoroughly soaked, the rain recedes to a light drizzle then stops. Suits her. She’s after the smoke of memory, trailing just as lightly in her wake as the foggy mist.

* * *

The truth is, she always managed to get what she wanted. Oh not any little whim but the big things: a track scholarship, graduating with honors, a killer dress worth a small fortune. She worked for them, mind you; training for hours in the cold, dark mornings before class; grinding out papers, prepping for tests till she fell asleep at her desk; working the hectic, beery weekend nights when the tips were the biggest. And she wanted Andy (although she didn’t have to work to get him) and thought him the perfect mate, a more tranquil presence who could temper her recklessness.

She never wanted the sort of packaged domesticity hawked by the culture-at-large: his and hers this and that, color-coordinated weddings; dinner parties two-by-two with other young marrieds. The ‘girls’ get-togethers, the boys nights out. She’d imagined their future filled with adventures. The sort of couple that backpacked with their infant in the Adirondacks or strapped their toddlers into the handlebars of their bikes for a trip through the Netherlands. And it was exactly like that at first. Gary slept anywhere; adapted to fluctuations in eating and sleeping. But then they had Ellen who cried every day and night for the first six months of her life. Natalie thought she’d go mad. Even her mother clutched her head and fixed them with a baleful look the few times she stayed with the kids while they escaped to the relative silence of a restaurant. It was Andy who would put Ellen in the car and drive her around and around until she dropped off for a few hours and took her from Natalie as soon as he’d get home from work before he even shrugged out of his coat. Natalie had imagined children to be malleable and subordinate. The truth is they are incredibly rigid and literal. And that they call the shots. 

But what really shocked her To say nothing of the great god Mammon, and his insidious charm to Andy. 

Teaching made her feel distinct again, teased out of the amalgam forged by the necessary convergence of their four lives. Teaching and that delicious sensation of being observed by a desirable man. Knowing that how she dressed and moved and what she said was a source of interest, if not fascination, to the Geology Department’s alpha male, Walker Tynan.

“Yeah, right,” Andy had said when she showed him the site diagrams and course description.

“I’m serious.” 

He’d looked up briefly from watching a videotape of game four of the NBA finals. “Why can’t they get someone else?”

“They can, most likely. I want to go.”

Andy paused the tape. “You do.” 

She’d nodded. 

He put down the remote. “To Colorado. For two weeks.” 

“Yes.” Natalie remembers feeling not a whit of guilt. At that point she hadn’t even allowed herself to consider anything beyond the insistent presence of the sense memory of that split second—green eyes glancing down, scent of limes, the velvet look of the worn briefcase, the three fatal words with their (unintended? Or did something immediate and profound seize him then as well?)  double-entrendre ‘you could come.’ And there was every reason professionally and personally to justify such a departure. An entrée to a tenure track, or another line on her vita; a break from the children, then two and four, Ellen as morose and tearful as Gary was not; Gary so sturdy and determined they called him “the tractor”; Andy’s enterprise expanding in the boomlet of the baby boomers nesting amid the so-close–to-New York exurbs of northeast New Jersey, commanding more and more of his time, unable to resist the prosperity that seemed to be forcing itself upon him.

She knew he was inventorying the same list by the way he stared at her, unseeing, ducking his chin as each item cleared the hurdles on his way to “How?”

“Ronald can come till you get home.”

“Come on, Natalie. You know how annoying he—” 

“The kids like him, and he’s a good cook.” Andy never could put together a decent meal. Even his barbecues were dicey propositions. 

Ronald had been their downstairs neighbor in the garden apartments and, for the time they’d lived there, their sommelier and wayward child. “I found a new Spanish red,” was often the introduction to a long night of tearful self-flagellation as he inevitably recounted yet another love affair gone sour. Blonde and a bit pudgy, puppy-dog willing to please, he’d find damsel after damsel in distress and after spending six or eight or thirteen months fixing her car, or driving her to Phoenix or re-papering her bedroom walls, she would shake Ronald off and move on. Now he’s been married for years to Cynthia, the youngest daughter of an overbearing appliance store chain tycoon who left her with a small fortune and a compulsion to steal. So, it works out for both of them.

Ronald stayed and Natalie went. Maybe because she knew they were in good hands, or maybe because, by that time, she was staring down another decade, as soon as she landed in Denver, she felt as if she’d put a set of parentheses around those ten days, cordoned them off from the past eight years. Not a detour exactly. More like a scenic drive.

By then, Walker had lost his tan and looked like an albino egret in khaki hiking shorts. He waved a goofy “this way” semaphore in the airport baggage section and they didn’t actually speak until they were seated in the chartered bus on the way to the hotel.

“Here’s our itinerary and curricula. Let’s give them today to get acclimated and I’ll do the agenda and assign teams at breakfast. You can cover cataloguing with that group once we get to the site and then—” he’d paused to draw breath and riffle through the pile of brochures and maps on his lap. She remembers thinking how black and chaotic his leg hairs looked. Like frantic commas. She felt stupid with embarrassment. All that pent-up fantasy lust for this very ordinary, gawky man.

She was about to respond when he reached across her to open the window and rested his free hand over the top of her thigh, his long fingers cool against the sudden heat between her legs. He stroked her lightly before twisting back in his seat and opening a book. She was so aroused she could barely breathe and it was all she could do not to climb onto his lap. 

There in the Arizona desert, she was neither wife nor mother but aboriginal. Woman. Man. Heat, light. Fire.


